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Abstract 
 
Teachers’ continuing professional development (CPD) is increasingly becoming a priority in most countries throughout the 
world. It is widely viewed as the most effective approach to prepare practitioners adequately and to improve their instructional 
and intervention practices when they are in the workforce. Despite the general acceptance of CPD as essential to the 
improvement of education, reviews of professional development research constantly point out the ineffectiveness of most 
programmes. Furthermore, many teachers express dissatisfaction with the professional development opportunities they get in 
schools and insist that the most effective development programmes that they have experienced were self-initiated. It appears that 
many CPD programmes have yet to be implemented on the basis of understanding professional development from the perspective 
of the participating teachers: What drives them to enlist in the programmes and how can such programmes make a difference to 
the teachers and their classrooms? The present study seeks to turn research back to the beneficiaries of professional development 
– the teachers. It explores teachers’ perspectives of CPD in general and what it means to them personally and in the context of 
their work. We focus on a group of teachers who were part of a science and mathematics professional development intervention 
for six years and explore the teachers’ conceptions of the intervention, its meaning for them and their work, and its impact on 
their classroom practices and students over the period of intervention and beyond. We also explore, in greater detail, data from an 
extensive and longitudinal study of three teachers who were part of the CPD programme. In discussing our data, we assert that 
CPD – however well intentioned and executed – will be received differently by the participating teachers because of their 
different personal circumstances and investment(s) in the process. We argue that the more there is alignment between the 
personal circumstances and motivations of the teachers and the CPD intervention, the more likely it is that the outcomes will be 
meaningful for the participating teachers – with better possibilities for sustaining the impact of the intervention. 
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1. Introduction 
Today, teachers are expected to be dual professionals who can focus on their disciplines and engage in continuous 
professional development in generic teaching and learning skills (Harwood & Clarke, 2006). To be able to do this, 
they have to receive high-quality professional development and be given time to implement what they learn through 
validated interventions (Deshler & Schumaker, 1993). CPD programmes are viewed as systematic efforts to bring 
about change in the classroom practices of teachers, in their attitudes and beliefs, and in the learning outcomes of 
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students. In her research, Borko (2004) provides evidence that intensive professional development programmes can 
help teachers to increase their knowledge and change their instructional practices. While most developed countries 
have an established history of professional development, in South Africa the focus on the skills of the nation‘s 
workforce in general is relatively new and has major political, economical and social implications. Consequently, 
the South African government has adopted a range of programmes and approaches that are designed to support 
political stability, economic growth and strong educational development (Fletcher & Zuber-Skerrit, 2007).  Despite 
the general acceptance of CPD as essential to the improvement of education, reviews of professional development 
research constantly point to the ineffectiveness of most programmes (see Cohen & Hill, 1998 and 2000; Kennedy, 
1998; Wang, Frechtling & Sander, 1999). Furthermore, many teachers express dissatisfaction with the professional 
development opportunities  they get in schools and insist that the most effective development programmes that they 
have experienced were self-initiated (National Research Council [NRC], 2006).  A variety of factors contribute to 
this (perceived) ineffectiveness, including that the majority of the programmes are implemented without taking into 
account two crucial factors: (1) what motivates the teachers to engage in professional development and (2) the 
processes whereby change in teachers typically occurs (Guskey, 1986). To put it differently: it appears that many 
CPD programmes have yet to be implemented on the basis of understanding professional development from the 
perspective of the participating teachers. What drives them to enlist in the programmes and how can the programmes 
make a difference to the teachers and their classrooms? The present research seeks to correct this anomaly by 
turning the tide of research back to the beneficiaries of professional development – the teachers. This study explores 
teachers’ perspectives on CPD in general by focusing on a science and mathematics special initiative to develop 
teachers (called the Mpumalanga Secondary Science Initiative [MSSI] programme) and its influence on the 
teachers’ practices.  
2. Conceptual framework 
According to Desimone (2009), there are at least two central components to a conceptual framework for studying 
teachers’ professional development. One is establishing an operational theory of how professional development 
works to influence teacher and student outcomes. The model represents interactive, non-recursive relationships 
between the critical features of professional development, teacher knowledge and beliefs, classroom practice, and 
student outcomes. As reflected in the figure below, a core theory of action for professional development will likely 
follow four steps: 
 
 
1. Teachers experience effective professional development. 
2. The professional development increases their knowledge and skills and/or changes their attitudes and 
beliefs. 
3. They use their knowledge and skills, attitudes and beliefs to improve the content of their instruction or their 
approach to pedagogy (or both). 
4. The new instructional practices result in increased student learning. 
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Figure 1: A theory 
 
 
Figure 1: A theory of action” for teachers’ CPD (adapted from Desimone, 2009:185)  
 
 
Many professional development programmes fail to take into account the process of teacher change and activities 
are frequently designed to initiate change in teacher’s attitudes, beliefs and perceptions. Professional development 
leaders, for example, often attempt to change teachers’ beliefs about certain aspects of teaching or the desirability of 
a particular curriculum or instructional innovation. They presume that such changes in teachers’ attitudes and beliefs 
will lead to specific changes in their classroom behaviours and practices, which in turn will result in improved 
student learning. Desimone (2009), who agrees with this view, notes that this is a framework that suggests a 
sequence of events from learning activities to changes in knowledge, beliefs and attitudes; to changes in practice; to 
student improvement. As a result, it can serve as a guide for when to measure what.  This model allows for testing 
both a theory of teacher change (for example that professional development alters teacher knowledge, beliefs or 
practice) and a theory of instruction (for example that changed practice influences student achievement), both of 
which are necessary to complete our understanding of how professional development works (Wayne , Yoon, Cronen 
& Garet, 2008). Studies that are designed to test both a theory of instruction and a theory of teacher change have 
more potential to increase our understanding of how to design professional development to improve practice. In this 
study, we therefore use an operational theory of teacher learning that will frame our research. We use the 
professional development framework of Desimone (described above) to understand teachers’ perspectives on 
continuing professional development in terms of the MSSI project. This project was a longitudinal CPD project that 
was funded by the Japanese International Cooperation Agency from about 2000 to 2006 (with an additional two 
years of teacher exchange to Japan until 2008).  
 
3. Research design and methodology 
 
This study is based on an in-depth study of the perspectives of teachers who participated in the MSSI project. In 
other words, our research looks at the MSSI project as a case study of CPD in South Africa. It examines the teachers 
who participated in the MSSI project in one region of South Africa, the Mpumalanga province. To collect data, we 
visited seven schools several times and conducted prolonged interviews with teachers who had participated in the 
MSSI project. We collected data on the teachers’ experiences of and opinions on CPD in general and focussed on 
their experiences with the MSSI project. We analysed the qualitative data from the interviews and used other project 
documents to develop a “thick description” of the MSSI project and CPD from the perspective of the teachers. 
4. Results of the research  
Based on the initial interviews, the following key dimensions seem to be the major themes that shaped the teachers’ 
experiences of the MSSI project as a CPD initiative.   
 
Structure of the CPD. In terms of the MSSI project, the teachers were attracted to and sometimes intrigued by the 
structure(s) that had been used to promote teacher learning. In its first phase (from 2000–2003), the project had 
adopted a type of cascade model and regular workshops had been held for Heads of Department on the content 
topics of Science and Mathematics. In its second phase, and based partly on the feedback of the teachers regarding 
the ineffectiveness of the workshop and cascade model, the MSSI adopted what is called a cluster or network model. 
In the networks, the teachers had formed smaller groups to share knowledge and expertise under the facilitation and 
support of university-based subject matter experts. The clusters had fostered networking, sharing and collaboration 
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among the teachers. The teachers especially talked about the lasting friendships that had been formed and continued 
to inform their work. It was this sense of personal meaning of the CPD programme that seemed to distinguish the 
MSSI project for the participating teachers.  
  
Personal transformation and growth. Another important theme for the teachers was the personal transformation and 
growth that had resulted from the MSSI project. With one of its dimensions being the teacher exchange programme 
to  Japan,  some  of  the  participating  teachers  who  had  the  opportunity  to  travel  saw  the  project  as  a  personal  
transformational experience which had changed their lives forever. Even the teachers who had not gone to Japan had 
personal transformations in terms of career paths and opportunities. The importance of personal meaning in CPD 
was once more emphasized by the participating teachers. 
 
Focus on the content and the context of teaching in the rural settings. This was highlighted as another key theme of 
the MSSI project. Gusky (2002) points out that what attracts teachers to professional development is their belief that 
it will expand their knowledge and skills, contribute to their growth and enhance their effectiveness with their 
students. The data of our study reflects that the teachers felt comfortable with professional development that focused 
more  on  their  personal  transformation  and  knowledge  growth.  One  of  the  participating  teachers  captured  this  as  
follows: 
  
You see, it (the MSSI) has helped me so much. When I got to this school, I was asked to teach General 
Science and I have done Biology and Geography at the college. I knew nothing, nothing about Science but 
then, by attending this programme, I like it and I gained more knowledge and have confidence to teach 
General Science. 
 
From this quote, it is obvious what kind of professional development programme teachers will enlist for. The data 
suggests that the teachers believed the structure of the programme is an important aspect of the programme. As 
Muijs (2008) notes, research has revealed that teachers from schools in mutual clusters experience less stress and 
difficulty when they implement a new curriculum. In our study, the data shows that the teachers were in favour of 
the idea of collaboration.  
 
We come together as different schools, we discuss together. Some other teachers will come with different 
methods of teaching or approaching particular topics and from there, some teachers also allowed anyone 
from the group to go to their schools to assist them on particular topics where they experienced difficulties. 
Clusters were the best; we gained a lot. 
 
5. Conclusion 
It is imperative that teachers are directly involved in their professional development. The data of our study suggests 
that in order for CPD programmes to be successful, they have to be personally meaningful to the participating 
teachers. The challenge for policy and management is therefore to find ways to understand what the teachers want 
and what they will find personally meaningful, and to design CPD programmes that respond to the teachers’ needs.  
We therefore argue that teachers should not only be involved in the planning of the programmes, but that the 
programmes should be aligned with the personal circumstances and motivations of the teachers. Change occurs most 
rapidly when people want to change and when they see some benefit in doing so (Chapman, 1997). 
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